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The information and learning activities in this resource align with 
the overarching framework of Making and Responding in the 
Australian Curriculum: The Arts and supports the inquiry-learning 
model of the current Queensland Visual Art senior curriculum. 
In addition, the approach is intended to support the focus on 
general capabilities in the Australian Curriculum (Foundation 
to Year 10), specifically literacy, personal and social capability, 
intercultural understanding, critical and creative thinking.
This Learning Resource provides opportunities for students 
to develop their knowledge, understanding and skills as they 
make representations of their own ideas and subject matter 
through problem solving, and develop practical and critical 
understanding of how an artist uses an artwork to engage 
audiences and communicate meaning.
In terms of cross-curriculum linkages, the guide acknowledges 
the priority of Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia in the 
Australian Curriculum (Foundation to Year 10) and the focus 
on developing learning experiences for students that support 
deeper understanding and appreciation of the art forms that have 
arisen from the rich and diverse belief systems and traditions of 
the Asia region. Teachers may find the learning activities in this 
resource can also be integrated into units of study in the senior 
Queensland curriculum areas of English, Philosophy and Reason, 
Studies of Religion and Civics and Citizenship.
CURRICULUM LINKAGES
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This free online Learning Resource is intended for use prior 
to, during or following a visit to the exhibition Lindy Lee: The 
Dark of Absolute Freedom. Alternatively, it may be used for 
independent learning experiences, along with the short film 
and podcasts available at www.artmuseum.uq.edu.au/public-
programs/learning, to provide content and direction for a case 
study on the work of contemporary artist Lindy Lee for tertiary 
students, senior high school students and teachers.
Curated by Michele Helmrich, The Dark of Absolute Freedom 
is the first major survey of Lindy Lee’s work and explores her 
acclaimed early photocopy work, and the work that evolved 
following her embrace of Buddhism and her Chinese heritage. 
Works have been sourced from a range of public and private 
collections for the exhibition, and include recent works in which 
Lee employs pyrographic techniques to evoke the infinity 
of the universe, and compositions comprising flung bronze. 
Spanning three decades, the 48 works in the exhibition reveals 
key interconnections and changes within her practice, and 
attempts to identify what drove them. Lee’s photocopy work 
ABOUT THIS LEARNING RESOURCE
and encaustic paintings of the 1980s received early acclaim 
and she has continued to garner national recognition. Her work 
developed almost in tandem with shifts in Australia’s psyche: 
the postmodern cultural debates of the 1980s, the turn to Asia 
and multiculturalism in the 1990s, and an increasing openness 
to ideas such as those offered by Buddhism. But, despite the 
transformative moments that punctuate Lee’s works, currents 
of continuity can also be observed: repetition and the grid; 
obsessive approaches to image making; darkness and light; 
form and the formless (in Buddhist terms, Emptiness); and 
images that unfold endlessly.
The images and text in this resource relate to the themes 
explored in the exhibition, specifically ‘belonging’, ‘materiality’ 
and ‘new ways of working’ and draws on the essays by 
Michele Helmrich, Rex Butler and Damian Smith in the 
publication Lindy Lee: The Dark of Absolute Freedom that 
accompanies the exhibition. The resource also includes an 
interview with the artist, conducted by Suhanya Raffel, and a 
list of selected printed and online references.
Suhanya Raffel (SR) Lindy, The Dark of Absolute Freedom 
brings together 30 years of your practice. It gives us the 
opportunity to view a magnificent body of work and reflect 
on the impulses that have shaped your creative process. 
Even with the changes to the practice over that period of 
time, a strong internal logic bears through the work, giving it 
coherence and completeness.
Much has been written about the idea of displacement and 
issues of identity in relation to your work. I thought I would 
begin by asking you to think about two words – ‘longing’ and 
‘belonging’.
Lindy Lee (LL) ‘Longing’ is an interesting word because it’s 
about desire and yearning, which also points to a sense of 
lack or a deficiency but I think there is also a generative energy 
to longing, because, when you long for something, you are 
actually longing for some kind of wholeness.
The defining experience of my life is one of being fractured, 
which is a direct result of being Chinese-Australian. Throughout 
my childhood, my family would go every week to the Chinese 
Club in Auchenflower, Brisbane. I always felt out of place, 
awkward. Almost everyone there had come from China or Hong 
Kong, so they had a direct relationship with being ‘Chinese’. I 
‘looked’ like everyone else but felt inauthentic, fraudulent. When 
I went to school, I would feel ‘Australian’, but that meant being 
‘white’, so I definitely didn’t fit in there either. The Australia of 
those times was very racist. I remember learning very early on 
that the best weapon I had was to be the one who made the first 
anti-Chinese joke. It made me an honorary ‘white’, and diffused 
any further impulse to have a go at me and my kind. When I look 
back on those days, I feel very sad that I needed to resort to that 
kind of strategy in order to feel any sense of ‘belonging’.
Even now, I feel this split very acutely but curiously it is most 
strongly felt when I’m in China. I swim pretty much every 
day of my life; it’s part of my daily ritual. Every time I’m in the 
changing room of the Shanghai swimming club I go to, I feel a 
shocking, profound and familiar discomfort: I am confronted by 
my ‘phantom’ body. The naked bodies of the Chinese women 
showering there are the same as mine: black hair, short legs, 
rounded bellies and no buttocks to speak of. We both have 
‘slanty eyes’. I look like ‘them’ but am completely ‘other’ to 
them. The only visible difference are the tan lines on my skin 
because, unlike the typical Chinese woman, I like the sun and 
I’m not subjected to the same class scrutiny that dark skin 
BETWEEN THE OCEANS OF BIRTH AND DEATH: 
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Lindy Lee in the studio with her new works Rain and Rippling Night 2014
Photo: Lee Nutter
implies in Chinese society. Simultaneously, my body proclaims 
my ancestry and race and yet this body has been steeped for 
a lifetime in Western cultural values. I think the fundamental 
and persistent question in my work is not ‘who’ am I, but 
‘what’ am I – what is real?
SR Did you long to be an artist? When did you realise 
consciously that you would do this for the rest of your life? 
Or is longing a more abstract state, and being an artist is 
something that you can’t help?
LL For me, being an artist is not really a choice but arises 
from an ongoing need or desire to find belonging and 
completeness. Everything I do is related to my longing to heal 
the split. That wholeness is what I think ‘home’ is. ‘Longing’ in 
my work is maybe a methodology. Paradoxically, the capacity 
to come into fullness is only fulfilled through longing; it’s a 
circular process. The thirteenth-century Japanese Zen master 
Do¯gen calls this doken – circle of the way.
SR Would it be correct to say that, in one sense, ‘art’ makes 
you, rather than that you make ‘art’?
LL Absolutely.
SR So art comes to you and makes you the artist that you are?
LL Yes, both in the making and the content.
Teaching is a very big part of my life, and I often say to my 
students that the work needs to be more intelligent than you 
are, meaning that ultimately you are dealing with an unknown 
part of yourself, trying to materialise it so you can see what 
that part is. If you’re always working from a place of ‘knowing’, 
that’s a dead bore. It’s just repeating what you already know, 
going over old ground. The response you have towards 
materials is a method towards the unknown. A lot of the time, I 
feel a compulsion to work with a particular material and it’s only 
in retrospect that I understand that really important questions 
are constellated within those materials.
SR Is it daunting to talk to students about such notions while 
also having to face it within one’s self?
LL At the moment I only teach graduate students who have 
a certain level of maturity in their practice. We laugh that each 
weekly individual tutorial is generally based on what I need to 
learn but, as it happens, it also is the very investigation they 
need to make for themselves. It merely means that I’m actively 
engaged in the same way they are and so there is much to share.
SR Can you name a piece of work in which this approach 
or attitude first became really apparent to you? Was it a 
revelation?
LL Yes, my first photocopy work, Event without Moment, which 
I made during my Honours at Sydney College of the Arts. It 
was 1983 or thereabouts. Postmodernity and second-degree 
cultural theory was all the rage and naturally I pretended to 
understand it all. In retrospect, I realise how little I understood. 
But there was a kind of misery I was suffering – every time I put 
any mark on canvas, any time I did anything, it was clear that it 
had already been done before. So what could I do? My strategy 
was to sail into the storm, face the perceived enemy and tackle 
head on what I felt most threatened by, which was the history 
of art. Today, we are accustomed to the Internet and therefore 
immediate access to images from thousands of years of history 
in any cultural direction. In the 1980s, this enormity of history 
was just beginning to be grasped. I was faced with the seeming 
futility of ‘originality’ and the prospect of annihilation by the sheer 
volume of what was beginning to be offered in terms of imagery 
through reproduction.
I decided on a simple tactic – to copy the paintings I loved. 
The only rule was that I really had to love that work, to feel a 
strong connection with it. In the process of photocopying or 
hand-copying those European Masters, I realised that I was 
inhabiting the distance between ‘self’ and ‘other’, of belonging 
and not belonging. I found great comfort in doing all those 
copies – I was authenticating the copy, which ultimately meant 
that I was authenticating myself. I always felt that I was a very 
bad copy of both Chinese and Western culture.
SR In these photocopy works, you confronted this burden, faced 
‘the big histories’, magnified them, amplified and acknowledged 
their weight, and then you dealt with that weight through a 
technique – photocopy – which takes that weight away by the 
serial work of copying, re-copying and lifting the image away.
LL That’s interesting, I hadn’t thought of it like that, but yes; 
that’s pure postmodernity for you.
SR Were you also looking at classical Chinese paintings and 
calligraphy at this time or does that happen later?
LL It happens later. My work as an artist begins by taking on 
the burden of history, which inevitably turns to an even greater 
burden – the burden of ancestry. Without being conscious of it, 
I had always felt overwhelmed by the weight of China’s history 
and culture. And at a more personal level, I had to deal with 
my family’s history. Both my parents had extraordinary lives; 
like most of the Chinese of their generation, they were ordinary 
people caught up in huge history. It was post-World War II, post-
Japanese invasion, a time of immense poverty and uncertainty 
for China. My mother’s life in particular was/is extraordinary. I 
have a photograph that I cherish that was taken on the day my 
father left for Australia, maybe 1946. Mum was pregnant with 
her second child, and Dad was leaving for an indefinite period 
of time. Because of the ‘White Australia’ policy, his wife and 
children were not allowed to accompany him. I can’t imagine the 
loneliness and grief she felt. She had to give birth alone … there 
was so much she had to endure, including revolution and the 
incarceration of both her mother and mother-in-law, and yet she 
thrived. She secretly became a gold trader and eventually bribed 
and lied her way through the border of the New Territories to 
Hong Kong where she waited with my two brothers until the 
Australian government granted them permission to migrate to 
Australia. It took nearly a decade for my parents to be reunited. 
I think that my parents suffered great trauma, which they were 
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largely silent about. I firmly believe that that trauma becomes 
part of the cellular structure of the next generation. The need to 
heal that pain is in my genes. The sense of split-ness I spoke of 
earlier, although embodied by my hyphenated nature of being 
Chinese-Australian, is also engendered through the fracturing 
of family through war, culture and political policy. Finding what 
‘home’ is has been a huge motivation in my art practice.
SR So, we return to the belonging.
LL The reason that I originally chose the path of Western 
art history was because that’s where I felt I should belong. 
Everything in my personal history when I was growing up was 
about assimilation. What you really internalise, however, is not 
simply being ‘white’ but an insidious form of self-hatred. There 
is no way I could ever be ‘white’, so, as a little girl, you begin to 
believe there is something very wrong about you. It’s a form of 
racism against yourself and your own kind.
If that underlying wish for wholeness I mentioned before is true, 
this also means you ultimately need to face the issues that are 
barriers to belonging. In 2008, I made a work called Lee Wooi’s 
Family. Lee Wooi was my maternal grandmother. I had never met 
her as she died as a result of being imprisoned by the Chinese 
Communist party. The work was an installation in the courtyard 
of the Australian Embassy in Beijing as part of the celebrations 
for the 35th anniversary of Australia–China diplomatic relations. 
For the work, I used banners with images from my family photo 
album from the 1940s and ’50s. I had intentionally made a work 
about a Chinese-Australian family during the height of the ‘White 
Australia’ policy. In essence, I had put my family, symbolic of 
Dark Star 2006
synthetic polymer paint, oil, wax on board (This artwork no longer exists.)
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cultural difference and prejudice, into the heart of Australia – the 
Embassy – which, in turn, was located in the heart of China, 
Beijing. It may not be my best work, but is certainly one of 
the most meaningful. The Red Guards who were in charge of 
the Embassy’s security all came to my grandmother’s banner, 
touched her face and told me how beautiful she was. That was 
an incredible moment for me – the Red Guards of the 1950s 
were responsible for her death, yet somehow, the Red Guards 
a few generations later felt moved to connect with her. I wasn’t 
prepared for the emotional reconciliation that this heralded for me 
– it was overwhelming and liberating.
SR Let’s revisit those fantastic photocopy works, which also 
point to another path in your process. The material result of the 
photocopying and re-photocopying means that you end up with 
images of, well, images of nothing. Or perhaps images of a ‘void’.
LL Yes, those early photocopy works brought me to the coal 
face of my practice, which was the void – even if I didn’t fully 
realise that until some time later. Here again is the ‘unknowing’, 
which comes from the deepest part of what we are and drives 
the profoundest questions in our lives. Buddhism is most 
concerned with the void. Other ways of putting it are time and 
impermanence. I recall during my early years of being a Zen 
student, I was doing up to six Zen retreats a year, mostly in 
Australia, but also with Aitken-Roshi who lived in Hawaii. He 
was a great Zen Master, pivotal in the bridging of East and 
West as far as Zen is concerned. Zen retreats are always 
silent; the silence broken only by brief, daily personal interviews 
or dokusan with the Zen Master. Very occasionally, there is 
a period of ‘open’ dokusan, a time when all Zen students 
participating in the retreat can publicly ask questions in the 
meditation hall. I remember one student coming forward. 
Clearly, he was worn down by the rigours of the retreat, but, 
more poignantly, life was wearing him down. His words to 
Aitken-Roshi were: ‘Ok, we are born from the void, we live our 
lives – there is happiness and sadness on the way and then 
we return to the void. So what’s the point?’ Almost before 
he finished his sentence, Aitken-Roshi thundered (a beautiful 
sight, he was nearly 90 at the time): ‘NO! It is not that we are 
born from the void. WE ARE THE VOID! It is not separate from 
what we are!’
I have no idea how that student felt about Aitken-Roshi’s 
response; all I can say is that it still resonates with me. Birth 
and death are fabric to what we are. Death, non-being, is the 
void and yet there is also renewal – rebirth – no matter what.
When I was a child, like many artists, I owned the world 
through drawing. There was this magical capacity for line or 
gesture or shade to provoke feeling, and I became fascinated 
with art’s capacity to do that, to touch something. So, the 
art that interests me is not art that is didactic, but rather one 
that is perpetually unfolding. This is why, for me, Rembrandt 
and Ad Reinhardt are wonderful artists; their work constantly 
unfolds. It is this paradox – that a static object has the capacity 
to unfold – that leads to thoughts about time. I love how in Zen 
philosophy time is so important. Most people think of time as 
something we stand outside of; for instance, that time ‘slips 
away’ from us, but, in reality, we are not separate from that 
slipping. At an experiential and existential level, our essence is 
time unfolding – it is the primary nature of being.
Time is the void. Zen practice directs me to something 
fundamental about being, which is that we are constantly in 
flux and change. The void is not ‘nothing’, and it is also no 
objective ‘thing’. The void or Emptiness is about process – 
each moment emptying into the next.
SR There were periods in history when people were provided 
with formal ways to be in touch with their spiritual selves 
intuitively, through the way art, life, religion and mysticism all 
existed in prescribed ceremonial forms. Perhaps this is still the 
case for some. In the modern world, with its more complex 
urban arrangements, these forms have become less familiar, 
less available for most of us to reach.
I wanted to ask a practical question: how do you arrive at your 
choice of materials and colours?
LL It’s simple really – colours, materials, methods ‘call’ me.
The intuition towards things is an irresistible gravitational pull, 
but it took me a long time to trust that process. Heidegger, 
in Woodpaths, describes walking in a German forest. He 
became frustrated because the paths he followed generally 
ended abruptly. When he caught sight of a woodcutter cutting 
down trees and bushes, he realised that the woodcutter was 
making the path as he was going. This accounted for why the 
paths ended abruptly; they were not meant to ‘go’ anywhere. 
Heidegger realised that paths are not always about travelling 
from A to B (the known), but that ‘the way’ is made through 
the walking. It’s very Taoist.
SR Were materials first?
LL For me, materials are always first. Initially, it was colour, then 
the carbon of the photocopier, followed by wax, and now the 
material is fire. Image and content need to be embedded into 
materiality. The material and immaterial are hinged together; 
you could call it matter and spirit. Myriad endlessly shifting 
relationships bring form into the world – embodied reality. 
The immaterial has no agency in the world except through 
matter, and the material has no substance or vitality except 
through the evanescence of the immaterial. My current work is 
particularly concerned with this mutual dependence.
The materials, especially the colours, are a kind of 
autobiography. Black is the constant. I started my artistic 
career using only black. At that time, it was the colour of loss 
and mourning and now it is the colour of cosmos and mystery. 
The progression of colours has been black, red, intense 
ultramarine blue, purple, orange, and green.
The most personal and poignant colour for me is the green, 
because of its affinity to jade. It evokes tradition on one hand, 
but I knew instantly when I started to use it that it was the 
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colour of ‘the ocean of birth and death’. A few weeks after I 
started to use the green, my nephew Ben was diagnosed with 
an incurable cancer. On the weekend that we found out, Ben 
took me into his bedroom. I hadn’t been in it for years. The 
room was filled with jade green – it was his favourite colour. 
In the following 18 months before he died, he showed us 
intimately how to sail on the ocean of birth and death.
All of the colours I use are lined with similar important personal 
experiences.
SR An important personal experience that has been central to 
your work was your resolve to study Zen Buddhism. When did 
you decide to practice Zen?
LL I’ve been a Zen student for over 20 years. My introduction 
to Zen was purely ‘accidental’.
I experienced a severe migraine, which lasted for about 10 
days. On the tenth day, I dragged myself to the local pool, 
thinking I could at least swim my way through to a lesser 
degree of pain, but I found I couldn’t move – I couldn’t get 
out of the car. So, I said to myself, ‘I’ll try this thing called 
meditation.’ I sat quietly, closed my eyes, and concentrated on 
the pain. That night I went to the Sydney Zen Centre, where I 
felt alarmingly at home.
SR Before this interview, I had decided that I would structure 
it around four words. The first was ‘longing’, the second was 
‘belonging’, the third was ‘time’, and, to end with, ‘home’. And 
you have just brought it up.
LL Those four words are beautiful. There is a saying that you 
should not enter a zen-do¯ – the meditation hall – unless you 
are prepared to be exactly who you are. This is not about 
ego ideas but an unconditional and compassionate self-
acceptance. This acceptance is the coming home.
There is a lot of ritual in Zen, but you realise after a while that 
this is liberating. The ritual helps to free the mind from being 
entangled in the endless small decisions that make up our lives 
so you can face deeper parts of self. It can be tough; you need 
to confront a lot of self-delusion. In part, this is what my fire work 
is about – my own ritual of burning away my personal delusions.
SR There is one other word that I wanted to talk about – ‘breath’ 
– because breath must be an intrinsic part of the meditation 
process, and it relates to time as well, doesn’t it? Given that 
breathing is like the ticking of our big clock, our time on earth.
LL Yes, breath. If you’re not breathing, you’re dead!
Breath is the perfect demonstration of our connectedness 
to the world; breathing in, you absorb the world, breathing 
out, you are returning back to the world. It’s a cyclical and 
reciprocal action. After sitting quietly simply observing the 
breath, you begin to realise that the limits of physical self 
and the outside world are very, very porous. The boundaries 
between inside and outside, self and other, dissolve. It 
becomes larger: the experience of cosmos is available with 
every breath. After a couple of decades of meditation, I am 
now allowing this experience to be directly expressed in my 
work. Importantly, the experience is that everything is riven with 
cosmos – we can never step outside of this.
SR Breath sustains life. On one hand, you evaluate breathing 
as a series of neuro-chemical reactions, but, on the other 
hand, it is miraculous. It is intangible and inexplicable.
LL I love that word, inexplicable. I had cancer a long time ago 
– everybody in my family seems to have had cancer – around 
my throat. At one point, I lost my voice completely because 
my laryngeal nerve was paralysed. I had to go to a speech 
therapist, and she said ‘breathing happens by itself’. Of 
course, I knew about involuntary muscle movements, yet if you 
actually follow the breath, and let go of the idea of breathing, 
and simply and directly experience the lungs filling up and 
breathing out, there is no volition. Non-volition is another 
mysterious part of how we exist. You just simply are and that 
requires no explanation or justification.
SR Lindy, do you think of art as objects or artworks as 
manifestations?
LL As manifestations – as I said before, artworks can express 
the dynamic between the seen and unseen, material and the 
immaterial, form and Emptiness. These dualities are seemingly 
opposites but they hinge upon each other. They’re generative 
of each other; they are both process and action. And forms 
arise through this unceasing activity.
Earlier, you asked me if I chose to be an artist. No, it is just 
that this is the way in which this life, my life, can be, and it is 
through the activity of making and engaging with materiality 
that my life is made manifest.
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Lee’s consciousness of being divided in spirit, which runs 
deeply through her work, most probably began when she 
first entered a suburban Brisbane school during the era of 
the ‘White Australia’ policy. Born in Brisbane in 1954, Lee 
remembers the pain of racism, of hating being Chinese when 
she was young, and of being encouraged to assimilate. 
Referring to her works with photocopied images, she recalls, ‘I 
loved the flawed copy, because it was a representation of what 
I was; I felt split and divided, and it was supremely painful.’
Lindy Lee’s photocopy works bear witness not to popular 
culture, but to the paintings of art history. Images taken from 
books bring us face to face with people who stood before 
painters from the Renaissance to the French Revolution. 
Instead of bland and lifeless reproductions, these works are 
rich with the sediment of photocopy ink, as if reinvested with 
‘aura’. Initially, the photocopies were on single sheets of paper, 
with later experiments extending to hessian.
BELONGING
Untitled (After Titian) 1990
photocopy and synthetic polymer paint on paper mounted on board
Collection of The University of Queensland Gift of David Pestorius through the Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program, 1998
Lee’s photocopies were then arranged in linear rows or in 
larger grids, the images fading into darkness, and into a 
deeper darkness yet again. Heads, cropped as reproductions, 
filled each sheet, on occasion including a shoulder or hand. In 
works such as Untitled (After Titian) (1990), a head emerges 
from darkness and then sinks, by degrees, back into darkness.
Lindy Lee ‘For me, being an artist is 
not really a choice but arises from an 
ongoing need or desire to find belonging 
and completeness.’
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Night and Day 1987
Photocopy and synthetic polymer paint on paper
Collection of Dr Edward Colless, Melbourne
Lindy Lee repeats the image of El Greco’s mistress in the multi-
panel photocopy work, Night and Day. The underlying colour 
is ultramarine blue, a colour that for Lee signifies the spirit. 
The gestural overlay of black paint is executed with a certain 
aesthetic clarity, and is similar to the gestural overlay in Untitled 
(After Jan van Eyck).
She borrowed the grid from Modernism and Minimalism, 
but retained a figurative element, reminiscent of Eadweard 
Muybridge’s sequences of motion photographs of the 1870s and 
1880s. As she says, ‘At heart I used to think I was an abstract 
painter, but I am always drawn to figuration in spite of myself.’
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First Principle 2001
Synthetic polymer paint, oil, wax and ink on board
Private collection, Sydney
By the early 1990s, a shift occurred in Lee’s work as she started 
to ask questions about her identity, became curious about her 
Chinese heritage, and began studying Buddhism. Buddhist 
retreats became a regular undertaking. While the grid remained in 
Lee’s work of the 1990s, pure colour and calligraphic marks were 
increasingly evident, and were linked to her Buddhist studies and 
awakened interest in her Chinese heritage.
With a nod to the ‘flung-ink paintings’ of the Ch’an (Zen) Buddhists, 
a calligraphic mark enters her work at this time in the form of an 
explosive ‘splat’. Using a mix of hot wax and pigment, she began 
to throw the mixture with vigour over both photocopied images 
and grid segments that did not contain an image. In the painting 
First Principle, Lee fractured the gestural splat by removing and 
changing panels within the grid after the splash had happened.
Lindy Lee ‘My work as an artist begins by taking on the burden of history, which 
inevitably turns to an even greater burden – the burden of ancestry. Without being 
conscious of it, I had always felt overwhelmed by the weight of China’s history and 
culture. And at a more personal level, I had to deal with my family’s history.’
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During the 1990s and early 2000s, images of Lindy Lee’s 
family began to enter her photocopies. A photograph of Lindy 
Lee’s mother Lily as a young woman appears in Doctrine of the 
Golden Flower. Lily was just 16 when the Japanese invaded 
China in 1941. When Mao Zedong proclaimed the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949, Lily cycled with her two sons from 
the south of China to Hong Kong. Lily arrived in Australia in 
1952, her husband Phillip Lee Kam Chee having arrived years 
earlier in 1946. Lily continues to live in Brisbane and is 92 years 
of age.
Doctrine of the Golden Flower 2003
inkjet print and synthetic polymer paint on paper mounted on board
Collection of The University of Queensland
Gift of Lindy Lee through the Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program, 2013
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When Lee repeatedly depicts the serene face, in purple and 
red, of Buddhist deity Kuan Yin in Fire and Water, she does 
so because Kuan Yin hears the cries of beings in need of 
help and compassion. In making this work, Lee incorporated 
a photograph of a statue of the deity taken by her husband 
Fire and Water 2006 (based on an original photograph by Rob Scott-Mitchell)
synthetic polymer paint and wax on board, archival inks on photorag paper mounted on board
Collection of The University of Queensland   Gift of Lindy Lee through the Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program, 2013
Rob Scott-Mitchell. A new era of photocopy machines had 
rejected her practice of repeatedly returning the same sheet of 
artist-quality paper for another layer of ink, so Lee began using 
digital printing.
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Lindy Lee ‘For me, materials are always 
first. Initially, it was colour, then the 
carbon of the photocopier, followed by 
wax, and now the material is fire. Image 
and content need to be embedded into 
materiality. The material and immaterial 
are hinged together; you could call it 
matter and spirit.’
MATERIALITY
Photo: Parish Stapleton
In her works of recent years, Lindy Lee ruptures the surface 
of paper and metal multiple times with fire. She uses hot rods 
and plasma-cutters to render holes – voids – through thick 
paper and metal. While the completed works may evoke a 
calm serenity and indeed stem from a meditative state, acts 
of violence have often been performed in their making and the 
repetitive markings suggest wounds.
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An idea of split identity becomes manifest in Lee’s work 
True Ch’ien (2009), comprising an inkjet print with an image 
appropriated from an historical Chinese source, and holes 
burnt through the paper. A woman bends over, her form 
slightly out of register from the printing process. In an 
accompanying story from a Chinese folktale, a young woman, 
Ch’ien, runs away with her true love, Wang-Chau, when Ch’ien 
discovers she is promised to another man. Some years later, 
True Ch’ien 2009
inkjet print and fire on paper
Collection of The University of Queensland, purchased 2009
they return to her village to learn from her father that Ch’ien 
has all this time been ill and has not spoken. Ch’ien had split: 
one had departed and one remained. When the two Ch’iens 
approach each other, they become one. Lee explains this 
story, later collected as a Zen koan, as emblematic of painful 
splits that need to be resolved: ‘For me, the split is between 
East and West – Chinese or not Chinese, artist or teacher, am I 
young or old, am I this or that?’
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Lee has continued to perforate sheets of paper and metal, 
such as the five plasma-cut works of 2012 that were made 
using black mild steel and stainless steel: Invisible, Immutable, 
Irreducible, Perdure and The Other Side, Transcendent. Sitting 
out from the walls, the shadows and light that fall within the holes 
Perdure 2012
Black mild steel and fire
Private collection, Sydney
become an integral part of the work. The multiple perforations 
are a reminder of the Buddhist story of ‘The Net of Indra’, but, 
more personally for Lee, the holes in these metal works also 
evoke the rippling circles that form on the bottom of the pool in 
her regular swimming sessions, itself a form of meditation.
16
Terrace of the Immortals 2012
black mild steel and fire
Collection of The University of Queensland, purchased 2013
Images from a Chinese Buddhist past have also appeared in 
works of recent years. In Terrace of the Immortals (2012), Lee 
reproduced an image from the Sung (Song) Dynasty (960-1279) 
– a significant time for Buddhism in China – depicting a gnarled 
tree beyond which men sit in an open structure. Printed as a 
delicate image on a large sheet of steel, plasma-cut holes were 
then cut through it. The gnarled tree appears to entwine worlds 
at once natural, spiritual and everyday. Likewise, the plasma-
cut holes that assault the picture plane render perforations that 
connect past and present, the ancient and the contemporary. 
For Lee, the past needs to be met in the present; likewise, past 
art and heritage is met in that which is contemporary.
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NEW WAYS OF WORKING
Lindy Lee’s recent bronze sculptures are inspired by Chinese 
‘flung ink’ painting. In this practice, Buddhist monks meditate 
before spilling ink onto blank paper. The resulting mark 
represents the release of the ego or the self, in favour of a 
unified mind, body and universe.
Lindy Lee at work at Urban Art Projects, Brisbane, 2014
courtesy of Urban Art Projects
Lindy Lee ‘Almost all of my life I’ve 
been preoccupied with the nature of 
‘self’ in the world. For me it has to do 
with being a divided self – Chinese and 
Australian – and the feeling of being 
neither this, nor that, but both.’
A recent alliance with Urban Art Projects, in Brisbane, has 
allowed Lee to work with metal on a large scale and produce 
flung-bronze works and ‘firestones’ that both use molten 
bronze. The latter required a complicated experimental process 
to achieve a free-flowing, three-dimensional form that resembles 
a Chinese scholar’s stone. Once cast, they are sand-blasted 
and polished to a high sheen to evoke ideas of energy and fire.
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The flung-bronze works comprise individual pieces that register 
the energy of the throw. Once arranged in their multiple parts 
and installed on a wall, as in The Life of Form: One Billion 
Worlds (2012) they become a metaphor for the cosmos and 
greater fields of energy and spirit, while invoking Buddhist 
notions of continual change and the interconnection between 
all things.
The Life of Form: One Billion Worlds 2012
bronze
Collection of The University of Queensland Gift of Lindy Lee through the Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program, 2014
Photo: courtesy Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
Lee has undertaken a number of public art commissions in 
the past few years. They include major commissions for the 
New Century Garden within Sydney’s Chinatown and an 
immensely tall vertical sculpture for Shenzhen, China, both still 
in development at the time of writing. A project to design a 
Chinese garden that recognises the Chinese presence during 
the Victorian gold rushes was completed in 2014 in Avoca, 
northern Victoria.
Lindy Lee, public art commission,
Avoca Community Chinese Garden, northern Victoria, 2014
Photo: Mel Ogden
19
MAKING AND RESPONDING
List at least three formal elements Lindy Lee uses in 
her work that interest you. Discuss in small groups how 
these elements work together to convey affect and 
meaning in Lindy's work and how you respond to them.
What is one new visual technique you will take away from 
this exhibition of the work of Lindy Lee? How will you use 
this technique in your own work? You might like to re-read 
Lindy's comments on the process of copying and mark 
making, in her conversation with Suhanya Raffel.
Think about a member of your family that you miss a 
lot and how you could represent this memory in an art 
work. Would you use a photograph as a starting point or 
another visual device to capture what this person means 
to you?
Write a personal response to the word ‘belonging’ on 
a Post-it note. As a class, post all the responses on a 
wall, and then compare and discuss the words that have 
been selected and their meaning on a personal and 
conceptual level.
For Lindy Lee her works function as an extension of her 
Zen Buddhist meditation practice. This ritual ‘helps to 
free the mind from being entangled in the endless small 
decisions that make up our lives so you can face deeper 
parts of the self.’ You might like to consider the role of 
self-reflection in your own work and practice. Mindfulness 
is a powerful tool that enhances self-awareness and 
finds expression in the calligraphies, writings and poems 
of Zen master, Thich Nhat Hanh in the publication 
Calligraphic meditation: the mindful art of Thich Nhat 
Hanh. For example, consider the passage below:
‘We live in forgetfulnes, looking for happiness 
somewhere else, ignoring and crushing the precious 
for example, a magician who cuts his body into many 
parts and places each part in a different region – hands 
in the south, arms in the east, legs in the north, and 
then by some miraculous power lets forth a cry which 
reassembles whole every part of his body. Mindfulness 
is like that – it is the miracle which can call back in a 
flash our dispersed mind and restore it to wholeness so 
that we can live each minute of life.’
Flame from the Dragon’s Pearl (Teaching without Saying a Thing) 2013
bronze, artist’s proof (from an edition of three)
Collection of the artist
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